DSM-5 was supposed to be a paradigm shift for psychiatry, but in the end, it was not. The really revolutionary edition of the diagnostic manual was DSM-III, which came out in 1980.
Decker's highly readable book tells the fascinating story of that book. In the 1970s, psychiatry faced severe criticism about the reliability of its diagnoses. Yet, the academic psychiatry of the time, dominated by psychoanalysts (except for a small but important group at Washington University in St Louis) cared little about diagnostic precision.
Into the breach stepped Robert Spitzer, a Columbia University professor who became the most important psychiatrist of his time. Decker offers a vivid portrait of Spitzer (which concords with my own observations of this unusual and brilliant man). With the support of the American Psychiatric Association's Director, Melvin Sabshin, Spitzer overcame all opposition, bobbing and weaving while under constant attack. The most determined opposition came from psychoanalysts who saw that did-psychoanalysis went down to a historic defeat, and gradually became marginalized.
Decker also tells another story: DSM-III was used to support a baleful style of practice, in which psychiatrists see patients for 15 minutes, conduct symptom checks based on DSM criteria, and adjust medications. Yet, the diagnostic system was never intended to be a treatment manual. It has become associated with a mindless psychiatry.
This book is overpriced for a paperback. Perhaps the publishers thought it would be only of interest to libraries. On the contrary, clinicians, particularly those of the younger generation, can learn a lot from this lively history.
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